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Patching the Void: Subjectivity and
Anamorphic Bewitchment in
Shi Zhecun's Fiction*

Jason McGrath
In Shi Zhecun’s 1931 short story “Zai Bali Daxiyuan” [At
the Paris Cinema], a man takes a female companion on a date
to a movie theater in the French Concession area of Shanghai
(Shi 1991).1 The objective action of the story consists merely of
the trivial details of such an activity: buying tickets, finding a
seat, reading the program, commenting to one another on the
actors, eating ice cream at intermission, leaving, and making
arrangements for another date. However, the real interest of the
narrative lies not in the exterior events but rather in the story's
narrative form itself and the mode of subjectivity it evokes.
Besides a few brief bits of dialogue, the narrative consists
entirely of an interior monologue in which the man’s first-person
stream-of-consciousness reveals a rich and edgy combination of
lust, fear, exhilaration, and insecurity. In fact, the story's interest
arises precisely from the contrast between the apparent banality
of the event, a mundane trip to the cinema, and the intensity of
the narrator’s inner experience as revealed through the flow of
his thoughts.
A date at a movie theater was, by the early 1930s, an
unremarkable occurrence for many young Shanghai residents, a
fact that is itself remarkable. Leo Ou-fan Lee has described at*1
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* I gratefully acknowledge the encouragement and critical
comments of Xiaobing Tang throughout this project. Thanks also to
Ling Hon Lam, Hongbing Zhang, Stacey Burns, and the anonymous
reviewer for many helpful suggestions and corrections.
1
This story and the others discussed are collected in Shi (1991).
Page references to this collection will be given in parentheses. An
English translation of “At the Paris Cinema” is available in Shi (1994:
25-40).
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length how the ritual of moviegoing had become part of a self
consciously modern, urban lifestyle for many men and women in
1930s Shanghai, making the movie theater a public site in which
urban modernity was actively practiced by an emerging
bourgeoisie (Lee 1999). We can further note that the social
situation of the couple in tlAt the Paris Cinema" was also a new
and distinctly modern phenomenon. As a commonplace and
socially acceptable form of interaction for a (potentially, at least)
romantic couple, the modern date would have been unthinkable
just a decade or two earlier. Moreover, the date as a form of
sociality indicates a distinctly modern subjectivity in that the man
and woman meet more as monadic agents of their own desire
than as representatives in a negotiation between their respective
clans, as would have been the case in a more traditional
courtship among the literati.2 In short, the mode of subjectivity
captured by Shi Zhecun’s narratives can only be understood with
reference to the modern urban setting. In this sense, Shi and
other writers of the modernist literary movement in Shanghai in
the late 1920s and early 1930s bear witness
to modernism as not simply a European
aesthetic to be im itated but rather a
peripatetic response to global conditions of
modernity. Shi Zhecun’s Shanghai was
China’s most modern, cosmopolitan city as
well as a clear marker of the country^ semi
colonial subjugation. As a result, notes
Yingjin Zhang, it often seemed Isolated from
Chinese tradition，cut off from China’s past,
and precariously plunged into a sea of
modernity," a description that could equally
apply to the protagonists in Shi's fiction
Shi Zhecun (1905-)
(Zhang 1996: 117).
2
Of course, I am not suggesting that romantic love between
individuals was a novel modern invention in China, merely that its
socially normative manifestation as a date between an unescorted,
unmarried couple was only possible under the new conditions of urban
modernity. I should also note that while the man in this story is in fact
married to another woman, it remains true that the date with a girlfriend
would have seemed perfectly normal and acceptable in its external
appearance to anonymous others.
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These protagonists' modern, monadic subjectivity is
expressed through the form of “At the Paris Cinema,” the interior
monologue tracing the constantly shifting flows of desire and
anxiety in the consciousness of the narrator. Indeed, the
narrative makes clear that desire and anxiety are inseparable,
as the narrator’s brazenly physical desire for his date keeps
running up against an almost paranoid anxiety about what she
thinks of him. Thus, when she speaks to him, he nervously
wonders what the true meaning behind her words could be;
when she nudges his arm, he speculates whether it is intentional
and what it could mean; and each time she glances at him
during the movie, he is acutely aware of her gaze and tries to
guess what thoughts, suspicions, or desires might lie behind it.
This story, then, expresses not only a new, modern mode of
subjectivity and desire in the urban space of Shanghai but also a
new problem of intersubjectivity that is inseparable from the
emergence of the modern desiring subject. Specifically, the
narrator cannot escape the anxiety caused by the enigma of the
other’s desire, which is essential to the structure of his own
fantasies. As Slavoj Zizek has emphasized, 'The original
question of desire is not directly ‘What do I want?’，but ‘What do
others want from me? What do they see in me? What am I to
others?”’
1997: 9) Thus, besides wondering repeatedly
whether his date is flirting with him or merely mocking him, the
narrator also is acutely aware of the gaze and possible judgment
of anonymous others in the crowd at the movie theater, as, for
instance, when he imagines they are looking contemptuously at
him after his date pays for their movie tickets.
In this essay I will read three other short stories from Shi
Zhecun's 1933 collection Meiyu zhi xi [One evening in the rainy
season] as modernist explorations of the am biguities of
intersubjectivity that arise along with the modern bourgeois
subject. In the stories to be discussed, we can trace the problem
in a progression from the anxious titillation of the desiring
subjects in “At the Paris Cinema” and “One Evening in the Rainy
Season” to a heightened neurosis that erupts into a psychotic
episode in “Modao” [Demonic way] and finally leads even to
rrmrder in “Yecha” [Yaksha]_ In each case, a protagonist is both
aroused and afflicted by his own desires, while at the same time
he is confronted, in increasingly traumatic fashion, with the
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question of the desire of the other, who recedes progressively
from the empirically existing other subject of urban social life into
a more primordial Other, the other as object, the traumatic Thing
that resists intersubjective symbolic communication and
threatens to destroy the narrating subject.
If my readings rely largely on the theoretical language of
Lacan and Zifek, it is perhaps not surprising since Shi Zhecun's
interest in psychoanalysis has been well documented. Yan
Jiayan has called S h i’s stories “the model works of the
psychoanalytic school" within the broader modernist literary
movement of the New Sensationalists (xin ganjue pai) (Yan
1995: 141).3 Shi himself had identified Freudian thought as a
major influence on his fiction (Shi 1999: 8), and French
surrealism was clearly an inspiration for his technique. Leo Oufan Lee has also shown how Shi was strongly influenced by the
Austrian novelist Arthur Schnitzler, a contemporary of Freud’s
who employed interior monologue techniques to create tales of
sexual desire and repression at the turn of the century (Lee
1999: 166-68). However, my own interest is not in tracing a
genealogy of psychoanalytic influences on Shi's work to justify
post-Lacanian in te rp re ta tio n s.4 S till less do I advocate
psychoanalysis as a set of concepts that can or should be
3 Besides '*New Sensationalist school," the term xin ganjue pai
has been variously translated as “new consciousness school,” “new
sensibilities school,” “neo-sensationalist school，
” “neo-impressionist
school” and “new perceptionist sch o o l. Despite the variance in
translations, the strong connotation of subjective experience carried by
the word ganjue is clear. The label was borrowed from a contemporary
Japanese modernist literary movement, and though it was applied to
Shi Zhecun^ work by contemporary critics, he distanced himself from it
and seems to have been less directly influenced by the Japanese
movement than by European m odernism, particularly French
surrealism. Although some scholars today argue that Shi should be
grouped not with the New Sensationalists but within a separate school
of Freudian psychoanalytic fiction (Wang 1995: 50-51; Fang 1998:
142), in general he is still considered to be one of the major New
Sensationalist writers, along with Liu Na’ou and Mu Shiying.
4 For an account of the impact of psychoanalysis in the Chinese
intellectual world of the Nationalist era, see Zhang (1992).
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arbitrarily applied across histories and cultures; on the contrary,
theories of subjectivity and desire must them selves be
historicized and should in turn help us to understand particular
historical moments.5
In this light, we might ask what made psychoanalytical
perspectives attractive, or even comprehensible, to modernist
artists in general and Shanghai modernists such as Shi Zhecun
in particular. With this question in mind, I argue that the allure of
psychoanalysis must be understood fundamentally as a way to
grasp a particular, historically determined mode of subjectivity
that is inseparable from bourgeois urban modernity. This is the
“highly personal subjectivity” that sociologist Georg Simmel (a
contemporary of both Freud and Schnitzler) described as
resulting from the “intensification of nervous stimulation” in the
modern city combined with the influence of the capitalist money
economy (Simmel 1997: 175, 178). The psychology of individual
depth rendered by psychoanalytical thought offered artists a way
to conceptualize and represent this “highly personal” and
alienated subject of modernity. The fundamental revisions of
psychoanalytic theory offered by Lacan and his successors,
furthermore, offer insight into this distinctly modern subjectivity
beyond the formulas of vulgar Freudianism (which nevertheless
are apparent in the plots of some of the New Sensationalists1
stories). In short, the model of subjectivity formulated by Lacan
and elaborated by Zzek offers a way to grasp the emergence of
a new way of experiencing self and other that arises in a modern
Chinese urban space, the Shanghai inhabited by the couple at
the Paris Cinema.
Additionally, with few exceptions in the New Sensationalist
literature—the major authors of which were all men—the self is
categorically gendered as male, while the others it confronts are
female, appearing as the feminine object of desire and/or as the
traumatic feminine Other who threatens to consume the male
subject. Indeed, this modern, male subject in Shi's fiction, for all
his bouts of helplessness and terror, and despite his apparent
propensity to sink into irra tio n a lity and delusion, must
5
For a view on the problems of applying the clinical practice of
psychoanalysis to Asian contexts, see Roland (1996). Of course, the
efficacy of psychoanalysis as clinical practice in any context is far
outside my present range of concerns.
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nevertheless be understood as a counterpart to the objective
conditions of an emerging (positivist, rational, patriarchal)
modernity. And if psychoanalysis is not just a conception of the
modern subject but, as Zifek writes, l(a kind of modernist meta
theory of the impasse of modernity" (Zizek 1997: 86)—in which
the rational modern subject confronts the lingering presence of
the repressed, the irrational, the uncanny, the feminine—then
the psychological desires and terrors of Shi’s narrators should
throw light on the inherent contradictions of the ideology of
modernity as experienced in the Shanghai metropolis at the
peak of its pre-war, semi-colonial capitalist development.

The Pleasures of Misrecognition
“One Evening in the Rainy Season” is an impressionistic
psychological narrative in which a man briefly shares his
umbrella with a woman walking on the Shanghai sidewalks. The
unnamed first-person narrator is a married professional office
worker in Shanghai who enjoys walking home from his office
when it is raining outside:
Especially at the moment of nightfall, when the streetlights have
just come on, strolling along the sidewalks and adopting a free
and easy spirit to look at the rainy urban scene, although it might
be muddy and messy, is nevertheless a kind of personal
pleasure. Amidst the drizzle and fog, the vehicles and people
going to and fro all lose their distinct contours, and the broad
avenues reflect myriad yellow lights, with the reds and greens of
traffic lights occasionally glinting in the eyes of pedestrians.
When the rain is heavy, the voices of those very nearby, even if
their sound is very loud, seem to hang in mid-air. (243; 126)6

From this description it is clear that the narrator’s “personal
pleasure” peculiar to walking on a rainy evening comes from a
6
Parenthetical references to “Meiyu zhi xi” consist of the page
number from the Chinese edition (Shi 1991), followed by Gregory B.
Lee's English translation (Lau and Goldblatt 1995). An alternative but
inferior translation entitled “One Rainy Evening” is included in Shi
(1994: 10-24). Passages quoted here are translated by me with
reference to the existing translations.
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sense of distance the rain allows him to establish between
himself and the usual bustling urban milieu. The rain provides a
kind of veil through which only vague and dreamy stimuli
penetrate—the reflected colors of street lamps and traffic
signals, the voices that have become separated from their
sources and destinations, the people and vehicles that lose their
distin ct status as objects and threaten to melt into the
surrounding mist.
Standing on the side of the street, the narrator begins to
observe the people getting off a bus in the rain, identifying them
to himself as they appear: (,a Russian in a red raincoat . . . a
middle-aged Japanese woman . . . merchants of our own from
Ningbo" (245; 128). With this procession, the narrator practices
a social skill that comes automatically to modern urban dwellers
and is crucial to the smooth functioning of their intersubjective
reality: the ability to symbolically place anonymous others and
hence determine what potential relationship, if any, one might
have with them. Of the Japanese woman getting off the bus the
narrator notes，“I recognized her, she’s the owner of a fruit
shop，
” but in fact he had “recognized” the others as well, in that
he could unproblematically place them within the social symbolic
order he inhabits. But when the fifth and final passenger gets off
the bus，the narrator identifies her simply as a “young woman”
(gtvn/a叩 )，and rather than “recognizing” her in a social sense，
the narrator slips, almost imperceptibly, into the realm of fantasy;
that is, he leaves the domain of symbolic identification (a
Russian, a Japanese, merchants, etc.) and enters that of
imaginary identification. Observing the woman, he projects his
ideal of feminine beauty (me///) onto her, concluding that she
^completely meets" all its criteria (246; 128).
The narrator continues to stand, without crossing the street
and proceeding on his way. Rather—” unconsciously，
” he
insists—he stays behind and sidles up to the woman, admiring
her figure through the wet dress clinging to her skin. Only when
she catches him staring and gives him a suspicious glance is he
jolted from his erotic spell. After ten minutes have passed and
she looks at him again, it occurs to him that she is waiting for
him to share his umbrella with her. He feels himself blushing and
suddenly feels exposed and embarrassed, but Immediately a
kind of masculine bravado welled up within me, and I wanted
revenge" (248; 131). Her look forces him to stop regarding her
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as simply the object of his own fantasy and instead acknowledge
in her the gaze of the other, through which he himself becomes
an object of her thoughts and desires. His blush, moreover, acts
as a transparent sign, a message beyond his conscious control
that notifies her of his own preoccupation with her. His lack of
control over his blush is thus overcompensated by a wave of
aggression toward her, a will to reassert control over the
intersubjective situation, which is precisely why he finally offers
her the shelter of his umbrella.
Although the woman eventually accepts his offer, she first
hesitates with the usual suspicion with which a metropolitan
resident regards a stranger. As the narrator notes, “Shanghai is
a rotten place, and people take a kind of distrustful view in their
relations with each other.” Nevertheless, it is the anonymous
proximity afforded by urban life that allows him to walk beside
her and wonder, l,How could things have come to this? Who is
she, walking beside me and even allowing me to shelter her with
my umbrella ■■■?” （
249; 131). The question “Who is she?”
constitutes the central theme of “One Evening in the Rainy
Season,” a question that has no abiding answer since “she” is
none other than the “woman” who “does not exist” except as
symptom of his masculine desire. That is, “she”一each woman
the narrator encounters during his rainy reverie—becomes a
screen upon which he projects the feminine others of his
psyche, a series of imagoes from his own unconscious. Thus, as
he walks beside the young woman, for a time he becomes
convinced she is an old girlfriend he hasn’t seen in years. On the
way, he also mistakes a random shopkeeper for his own wife.
Then, after he concludes that the young woman is not his former
girlfriend after all, she appears to him to resemble an erotic
figure in a certain Japanese painting. Finally, after parting with
the young woman and arriving home, he briefly misrecognizes
his wife, mistaking her first as the young woman and then as the
shopkeeper.
If the walk home in the rain has freed the narrator from his
daily worries and opened a space for the unhindered range of
his fantasies, it also introduces the anxiety provoked by the
circulation of desire around an essentially unattainable object,
Lacan's objet petit a, the impossible object-cause of desire as
such. The fantasy objects—his former girlfriend, the woman in
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the Japanese painting—can be temporarily projected onto the
young woman to excite the narrator’s passions，yet they are
unstable, transitory objects, images in which he misrecognizes
his own object of desire, just as he misrecognizes the young
woman for these images. Their appearance in her form, right by
his side, provokes not just pleasure but anxiety, which Slavoj
Zizek has defined "in its strict Lacanian sense" as "the affect
which registers the subjects panic reaction to the overproximity
of the object-cause of desire" (Zizek 1992: 120). The anxiety
provoked by the narrator’s encounter with the woman is
lessened only at the moment when he recognizes his own
misrecognition, concluding that the young woman is not only
completely unrelated to his childhood girlfriend but that she is
not even so attractive after all:
I suddenly felt quite at ease, and my breathing became more
relaxed. Half consciously and half unconsciously holding the
umbrella for her, besides gradually feeling my arm aching, I felt
nothing. It was as if the form of the anonymous young woman
walking beside me had already been released from the confines
of my mind. (253; 134)

While the woman's very anonymity had allowed her to function
as the projected object of desire，captured in the “confines” of
his fantasies，the narrator’s eventual recognition that she is, in
fact, an utter stranger (bu xiangshi, literally ((unrecognizable>,)
liberates him from the same confines, which he experiences as
a sudden release of tension.
A similar incident, in which the narrator recognizes his own
misrecognition—that is, his fantasy collapses—occurs after he
arrives home. His wife’s voice, asking “Who’s there?” through
the door, briefly becomes what Zzek calls the "voice qua object."
Instead of being immediately recognized as the voice of his wife,
the voice becomes, for a moment, yet another anonymous form
upon which the narrator can project the object of his desire.
Consequently, his first thought upon hearing the voice is that
“this is the voice of the young woman I’d accompanied under the
umbrella!” （
254; 135)_ After entering his home he sees his wife
and again misrecognizes her, this time not as the young woman
but as the shopkeeper he had earlier mistaken for his wife, the

不相識

10

Jason McGrath

woman who was “looking with a jealous gaze” at the couple
walking under the umbrella. The shopkeeper, then, along with
his wife, represents for the narrator a kind of maternal superego,
an authority who will block the sexual enjoyment the young
woman had promised in his fantasies. In the end, he "could no
longer find in [his] wife’s features anything resembling the unreal
image of that woman," the young one he had accompanied
home, and thus the flow of his fantasies, the reverie of his walk
home in the rain, ends with a mundane lie he tells his wife to
explain why he was so late getting home.
Shi Zhecun's narrative depicts a temporary effort, through
fantasy，to “fill in the lack” at the center of both the modern
subject and the social reality it inhabits. In Lacanian terms the
monadic modern subject is, in essence, not a hard kernel of
selfhood but rather is split by its very act of constitution, in which
the subject proceeds from the Other: "the subject is subject only
from being subjected to the field of the Other." Consequently, the
subject will always find its desires directed toward the Other in
an effort to regain that from which the subject was alienated by
its very constitution, ^pursuing there [in the Other] more than half
of himself (Lacan 1978: 188). Thus, in the act of being hailed by
the sym bolic order—that is, through its very entry into
language—the subject is constituted as lacking, as incomplete
(i.e., “castrated”)，putting into play the metonymic chain of
objects for a desire that can only be continually deferred, since
its real cause is lack itself rather than an actually obtainable
object. That is, desire is ultimately the desire of and for the
Other，where the subject would find “more than half of himself,”
yet the Other also lacks positive substance at its center ((lthe
Other does not exist”)，the symbolic order itself being rather a
formal structure that offers empty spaces into which positive
objects can be placed with the help of the work of the imaginary.
In this sense, the symbolic relies on the imaginary, and the
subject's identifications are never purely symbolic, always
involving a minimum of imaginary projection. Nevertheless, to
the extent that intersubjectivity “works’” both the subject and the
symbolic Other appear relatively stable, their constitutive voids
patched over by imagined positive content.
For the narrator of "One Evening in the Rainy Season,"
during the rare pocket of pleasurable daydreaming afforded by
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the walk home on a rainy evening，the “big Other” of the social
order and its rules recedes. For example, moments before
spotting the woman, the narrator had castigated himself for
inexplicably forgetting “the rules for pedestrian traffic” and not
crossing the street at the proper time (245; 128). For the
narrator，the mute “Real” of the rain has disrupted the continuity
of the “reality” of daily sociallife，and he then engages in an
extended fantasy, relating to others (the young woman, the
shopkeeper, his wife) less according to symbolic intersubjectivity
and more purely as phantoms from his own imaginary until the
spell is broken by the cessation of the rain and his arrival at
home. Specifically, symbolic intersubjectivity breaks down as
soon as the young woman is no longer treated as an other
characterized by a stable core of subjectivity and a fixed (if still,
in a sense, imagined) place in the symbolic order (the Japanese
fruit vendor, for example), but is viewed instead as an unstable
site on which the metonymic chain of the narrator’s objects of
desire is activated. As was the case in "At the Paris Cinema," the
concern of the narrative is not with the mundane objective event
(a man shares his umbrella with a woman) but with the contents
of the man's consciousness and unconscious, his phantasmic
relationships to others. These stories, then, bring to the surface
an unruly province of erotic desire and neurotic anxiety
underlying the outwardly rational and regulated edifice of
modernity in the metropolis.

The Thing Is …
If the narrator of “One Evening in the Rainy Season”
experiences only a flight of fantasy in which he briefly loses his
ability to affix stable symbolic identities to others, the narrator of
“Demonic Way” descends into full-blown psychosis for much the
same reason.7 W hile the form er narrator fixates on an
7
In making the diagnosis of psychosis，I have in mind Lacan’s
notion of the condition as one in which there are too few points de
cap/Yon (“anchoring” or “quilting” points) to make a stable symbolic
order and arrest, for the subject, the constant slippage of the signifier.
This “sets off the cascade of reshapings of the signifier from which the
increasing disaster of the imaginary proceeds” （
Lacan 1977: 217). See
also his Seminar III, The Psychoses (Lacan 1993).
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anonymous young woman and posits, in a chain of metonymic
substitution, the desirable feminine ideal, the narrator of
“Demonic Way” is equally transfixed by “the Bad Object of
fascination," the traumatic other that threatens to destroy his ego
(Zifek1991: 106). This terrifying object is embodied first by an old
woman he sees in a scene reminiscent of the parade of bus
passengers observed by the narrator of “One Evening in the
Rainy Season.” The narrator of “Demonic Way” boards a train in
Shanghai in order to visit a friend, Mr. Chen, in the nearby
countryside for a brief vacation. After seating himself, he idly
observes the passengers coming into the compartment after
him: “a lawyer. . . the manager of a silk mill . . . a government
official . . . a young dandy . . . a beautiful young miss . . . some
servants" (267; 56).8 Again, he establishes these symbolic
identities solely from the passengers’ appearance and bits of
overheard conversation that allow him to place them within the
social reality of the city.
After the train leaves the station, he stands and gazes out
the window at the passing landscape, absentmindedly relaxing
like the narrator entranced by the rain in "One Evening in the
Rainy Season." Sitting back down, he suddenly notices the old
woman. Instead of identifying her by class, occupation, and so
on, as he had the other passengers, the narrator dwells upon
her revolting physical features: “this decrepit old woman with a
hunched back, a face covered in repulsive wrinkles, a flat nose,
a mouth permanently twisted and trembling” （
268; 57)_ Rather
than fitting into some slot of intersubjective symbolic reality, she
confronts him as a pre-symbolic Other, the Thing (das Ding) that
is “the absolute Other of the s u b je c t, “the prehistoric,
unforgettable Other" (Lacan 1992: 52, 53), or what Zzek calls an
“excrescence of the real” （
之i之
ek 1991: 136).9 Like the young
8 The first parenthetical page reference indicates the Chinese
edition (Shi 1991)，while the second refers to Paul White’s English
translation of “Modao” （
translated as “Devil’s Road’’）
，which I have
consulted (Shi 1994: 56-80).
9 The Other as Thing is elaborated by Lacan in his Seminar VII
(1959-60), in which das Ding is described as both ltthe beyond-of-thesignified” （
Lacan 1992: 54) and the “prehistoric” Other，the other
subject as radical alterity. It has a different emphasis than the Other as
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woman in “One Evening in the Rainy Season,” this deformed old
woman jolts the narrator's ego out of balance and excites his
imagination. His previously blase contemplation of his fellow
passengers and the passing scenery is shattered by the
traumatic appearance of a “‘pure’ signifier without signified,” by
means of which “a perfectly ‘natural’ and ‘familiar’ situation is
denatured，becomes ‘uncanny，
’ loaded with horror and
threatening possibilities.” After this appearance，“we enter the
realm of double meaning, everything seems to contain some
hidden meaning that is to be interpreted1' (Zizek 1991: 88).
“Demonic Way” proceeds to document the narrator’s progressive
paranoia, in which he suspiciously regards each person and
message he encounters as having a threatening, hidden
meaning.
Beginning on the train, everything about the old woman
arouses the narrator’s suspicion: her posture, the way she twists
her mouth, the fact that she refuses tea, the crooked
appearance of her fingers, the way she sips her water. His
observation of her brings to his mind a series of images of
witches and demons from both Chinese and Western literature
and folklore, and he becomes convinced that she is a witch who
has appeared specifically to curse him. When she glances at
him his fears are reinforced, despite the fact that he had
obviously been staring at her as well, and in any case her
behavior, like his own earlier glances at the other train
passengers, is commonplace in any urban environment of
anonymous others. Nevertheless, in the context of his diabolical
fantasies, her glance appears as the threatening, enigmatic
gaze of the other that reduces the subject to being the object of
the other’s desire. Just as the glance from the young woman
had inspired a desire for “revenge” in the narrator of “One
Evening in the Rainy Season," the old woman's glance excites
this narrator's determination to win a battle of gazes: l,How about
if I stare at you? HI press down on you with my determined,
symbolic order since it is located, for the subject, in the Real rather
than the symbolic, even if its place can be taken by a signifier in
fantasy (by the old woman, for example). In his later work Lacan
speaks less of das Ding but develops its properties further in his
conception of objet petit a.
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keen gaze, if you dare!" (270; 60) The narrator is convinced that
if he keeps her under his gaze she will not have the opportunity
to put a spell on him, as if such an exchange of looks were a
zero-sum game in which he cannot be turned into the object of
her desires and manipulations as long as she remains the object
of his gaze. In fact, his strategy works, in a sense, since she
suddenly seems again to be merely a decrepit old woman as the
fantasy momentarily collapses. Significantly, reflecting on his
preceding morbid illusion, the narrator frames the problem as
one of perSj〇
ecf/Ve: “From what place (cong s/?e/7/??e cZ/feng) did I
just now go so far as to see her as a witch?" (270; 60) The witch,
described this way, is a point of anamorphosis—something that
appears clearly only when viewed from a certain perspective.
Despite the narrator’s momentary dismissal of the witch as
illusory, while staring out the window at the passing countryside
his mind once again is filled with macabre fantasies. A passing
knoll in the fields is imagined to be an old burial mound
concealing “the mummy of a beautiful imperial concubine of
ancient times/1 who, if she emerged and walked into the city,
would inspire supernatural love and erotic desire among the
populace (270; 61). But, he wonders, what if the tomb instead
contained a horrible old witch, or, worse yet, what if the witch
and the beautiful queen were one and the same, the latter being
merely a metamorphosis
of the former? By the end of
the train ride he is again fixated on the old woman, but he now
feels he has lost the battle of gazes: (ilt was as if my feelings and
consciousness were entirely under her control, dominated by her
weird gaze, by her constantly moving lips as if mumbling an
incantation, and by her shriveled but fearfully white hands" (271;
62).
Although the narrator presumably, in “reality,” never sees
the old woman again after he leaves the train, he remains
obsessed with the idea that she can metamorphose. As a result,
he in fact begins to see her image in a multitude of people and
objects around him. Each in this metonymic chain of objects—a
puff of cloud, an old peasant woman, his friend's wife, a woman
entering a movie theater, a waitress at a coffee shop—in turn
occupies the old woman’s place in his fantasies as the Bad
Object of fascination. The first such object is again a vivid
example of Lacan’s anamorphic object，a distorted blot that
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functions ilto catch in its trap . . . the observer" and lends itself
“to all the paranoiac ambiguities” （
Lacan 1978: 92, 87). Soon
after arriving at his friend's house in the countryside, it begins to
rain and the narrator goes to the window to enjoy the rainy
scene. As was the case in “One Evening in the Rainy Season,”
the rain acts to obscure the sharply defined objects of reality, to
place a kind of veil before the look of the narrator, who thus
enters a slightly oneiric state:
All at once it seemed as if a heavy gauze curtain had been
drawn across the sky, and the more distant objects in the
scenery all disappeared. There was just a clump of something
flickering in a thick, blue haze I knew to be a grove of bamboo.
(272-73; 64)

At this moment the narrator notices what we later learn is
simply a (tblack spot" (hei dian) on the glass of the window, but
which the narrator takes to be the "black shadow" (hei ying) of
the old woman from the train. She is, he believes, now standing
in the rain under the bamboo and apparently “staring fixedly”
back at the narrator. This hallucination incites panic in the
narrator, who believes the old witch has singled him out and
followed him to his friend’s place. Violently trembling, he calls for
his hosts, who of course cannot see the woman, and though
filled with terror he is hardly able to tear his eyes away from the
spot until his friend’s wife finally points out that it is only a
smudge on the glass. The suspicious narrator concludes
nevertheless that it must really have been the witch, who has
only just now metamorphosed into a spot on the window. This
transformation, moreover, could only have occurred when his
hosts briefly distracted his own gaze from the window: “As long
as I stared at her, she had no way to conceal her body," but
when he looked away she could take the form of a simple stain
(275; 67). The gaze, then, again becomes a locus of control over
a (now purely imaginary) intersubjective situation; when she is
no longer the object of his gaze, he becomes the object of her
manipulations.
The black spot on the window, by doubling as the horrible
“black shadow,” serves as another instance of a point of
anamorphosis. When viewed straightforwardly by an “objective,”
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“neutral” observer，as by the hosts，it is nothing，a mere stain on
the glass that goes unnoticed. However, when viewed from the
peculiar viewpoint of the narrator，
who has “lost his perspective，
’’
it suddenly appears，like the distorted skull in Hans Holbein’s
painting The Ambassadors discussed by Lacan, as the Bad
Object of fascination, the signifier of the abyss at the heart of the
symbolic and thus of “the subject as annihilated” or “our own
nothingness” （
Lacan 1978: 88, 92). Furtherm ore, this
anamorphic blot is simultaneously “the gaze as such” （
Lacan
1978: 89), the gaze of the Other that catches the observer in its
trap, the same gaze of the witch that had seized control of the
narrator’s “feelings and consciousness” on the train.
What continues to trap the narrator is what 之ifck calls the
seemingly innocuous detail “that ‘sticks out’ from the idyllic
surface scene [i.e., the rainy bamboo grove] and denatures it,
renders it uncanny. Due to the “paranoiac ambiguities” such an
object raises, “what we actually see becomes nothing but a
deceptive surface beneath which swarms an undergrowth of
perverse and obscene implications, the domain of what is
prohibited" (Zizek 1991: 90). The ambiguity of the object as
Thing is such that it can appear either as the ultimate ground of
horror or the ultimate source of jouissance, as the Bad Object or
the object-cause of desire—that is, either as the repulsive form
of the old witch or the otherworldly eroticism of the buried queen.
The realm of “what is prohibited” having been opened up,
the narrator is soon finding “perverse and obscene implications”
in, for example, the incidental comments and behavior of his
friend’s wife, whom he first imagines to be seducing him and
then fears to be yet another incarnation of the old witch. An
almost hallucinatory lust for her during dinner becomes by the
next morning paranoid suspicion prompted merely by her smiling
comment，“You’re up early.” Believing she is mocking him，since
he has in fact arisen relatively late, the narrator gets angry and
confused until she becomes embarrassed and blushes. If the
narrator of “One Evening in the Rainy Season” had become
disconcerted, even aggressive, due to the disconcealment by his
own blush，the narrator of “Demonic Way” derives a rare
moment of security and satisfaction at seeing the blush in
another. The transparency of Mrs. Chen’s blush makes her
momentarily less threatening, something knowable and even
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manipulable. “I love to look at women’s embarrassment,” he
reports as he gloats over her awkwardness. This constitutes a
rare moment in the story when the narrator feels himself to be in
control of an intersubjective situation, when he feels sure of the
thoughts and motivations of the other.
The narrator notes that when a woman is embarrassed,
her eyes will moisten, redness will spread from the base of her
ears all the way to her forehead, the tips of her feet will twitch
mincingly, she will not know what best to do with her hands, and
her lips will open and close, but she will never be able to say a
word. (280; 74)

These physical symptoms are so pleasing to the protagonist
because they are beyond her conscious control, yet they
transparently divulge her internal feelings, easing for a moment
the narrator’s paranoid conviction that he is being deceived，that
there is a threatening double meaning to every event, that he is
relating not simply to an intersubjective other but to the Other as
unknowable 77?/7?gL The seem ingly sure recognition that
results—significantly, he first describes a blushing woman in
general, and only then observes, '"Sure enough, Mrs. Chen was
just like the women I had experienced before”一allows him to
reassure him self that there is nothing left over, nothing
unaccounted for, no unregulated surplus hiding anonymously
and ominously beneath the surface of the other.
Despite this momentary respite, however, the narrator's
suspicions are aroused again when he later sees Mrs. Chen with
a black cat, after which “ I found every move she made
suspicious" (280; 75). Finally fleeing back to Shanghai, the
narrator seems to have suffered from a complete nervous
breakdown, a psychosis in which he now glimpses the abyss—
the Other as Thing, the Bad O bject— in everything he
encounters:I
I was in a state of mental exhaustion, as if someone had
unloosened the rope holding a bundle of flax together. Every
nerve suddenly slackened and sagged. An evil fate had already
afflicted me. I wanted to curse it, to beat it. Not knowing where I
was walking to, I savagely and deliberately bumped into every
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suspicious person I encountered. They were all metamorphoses
of that demonic old woman. (281-82; 76-77)

錯覺
幻覺

After he has finally returned home and collapsed exhausted into
a chair, the story's final and most peculiar event occurs: a
servant brings him a telegram informing him that his three-yearold daughter has died, after which he glimpses from his balcony
another old woman dressed in black disappearing into an alley.
This ending presents a puzzle to the reader, whose often
impossible task in reading Shi’s first-person narratives is to
separate “fact” from “fantasy” with only the narrator’s subjective
impressions to go on. Although the narrator’s paranoia and
debilitating anxiety are evident throughout the story, the death of
his daughter makes us think that perhaps he has been right all
along. As Lydia Liu has noted, “Demonic Way” forces the reader
to ask the question: “Is the sorceress a supernatural being or
merely a h a llu cinatio n?” （
Liu 1995: 139). Read as a
straightforward horror story, the daughter's death represents the
final delivery of the curse the witch has placed on the narrator,
and the old woman in black disappearing down the alley is in
fact the witch’s latest incarnation. What this reading fails to
account for, however, is the fact that we never knew the narrator
even had a daughter until the news of her death at the story's
end. The terror and suspense of such an ending would normally
be maximized by making the reader aware of the existence of a
young, vulnerable daughter earlier in the narrative, yet the
revelation of her existence is almost as much of a shock to the
reader as the simultaneous news of her death. Moreover,
reading the daughter’s death as proof of the actual existence of
the witch, by changing the status of the narrator's perceptions
from paranoid delusions to reality, is unsatisfactory to critics
such as Yan Jiayan because it calls into question all the story's
previous references to "the misapprehensions (cuojue) and
hallucinations {huanjue) of someone with a nervous illness!, (Yan
1995: 136).
An alternative, and more satisfactory, explanation for the
daughter’s death is that it represents not the logical end of a
horror story, in which a curse placed by a (really existing) witch
is fulfilled, but as an eruption of the Real itself. In this reading,
the daughter’s death is not the sym bolic destination or
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summation of the narrative, the delivery of its meaning (i.e., the
witches were real and the curse has been carried out), but rather
the opposite, llthe impossible-real kernel resisting symbolization"
altogether that can suddenly arise to block, rather than
conclude, the character's libidinal trajectory (Zifek 1991: 136).
The equivalent in “One Evening in the Rainy Season” would be
the ending of the rain shower, a simple natural event that
arouses the resentment of the narrator since it terminates his
liaison with the young woman by taking away its pretext, her
need for shelter from the rain. The lesson of such an intrusion
of the Real," according to Zizek, is that "damage can be caused
that cannot be undone" (Zifek 1991: 17); although the fantasy
witch can metamorphose into a surreally erotic object of desire
or a stain on a window, when the daughter dies, she is quite
simply and horribly dead.
What is ironic in this view—that the daughter’s death is an
intrusion of the Real fundamentally unrelated to the witch, which
was merely the narrator’s fantasy—is that it was precisely a
different kind of traumatic encounter with the Real that the
narrator had sought to evade through his paranoid fantasies. On
the train, the narrator had glimpsed the Real in the repulsively
deformed old woman and proceeded to seek desperately to
patch over it with paranoid and erotic fantasies of sorcery and
seduction. The witch thus became "a psychotic projection of
meaning into the real its e lf, and the conviction that her
incarnations, the actual people and objects around the narrator,
were bearers of concealed, threatening messages reflects the
narrator’s desperate need for “the Other of paranoia,” the
imagined master manipulator who pulls the strings, snares us in
its trap，and “enables us to escape the fact that ‘the Other does
not exist'" (Zizek 1991: 35, 18). The narrative function of the
daughter’s death, then，is not simply the fulfillment of a witch’s
incantation, nor just a brute, real fact，but rather what 之ifek calls
the “answer of the real，
” a kernel of the Real that is retroactively
inserted into the narrative logic of the protagonist's libidinal
trajectory to fill a void. Even if it is a completely coincidental
eruption of the Real into the narrator’s phantasmagoria—that is,
even if we as readers reject an “objective” causal connection
between a “real” witch and the daughter’s death—the death still
serves as a desperately needed “answer” to relieve the tension

20

Jason McGrath

that has built throughout the subjective narrative, allowing the
story to come to an end.

The Original Form vs. the Real

狂人日記

卞士明

妖淫女人

頭垢

We have seen how mecormaissance of the object provides
the basis for a narrative of erotic desire and neurotic fantasy in
“One Evening in the Rainy Season” and a more extreme tale of
psychotic paranoia in "Demonic Way." In the final story I will
discuss, the same phenomenon leads not only to madness but
to homicide. In “Yaksha，
” the delirious first-person narrative of
the madman/murderer is enclosed within a framing “sober” or
“neutral” narrative in the manner of Lu Xun’s “Kuangren riji”
[Diary of a madman]. The neutral narrator goes to see his
mentally ill friend in a hospital, and during his visit the friend,
Bian Shiming, confesses a murder he has committed and relates
the story of the fantastic events that led up to it. Having traveled
from Shanghai to a rural area near Hangzhou to attend to the
burial of his grandmother, Bian had stayed in the country for a
while reading old folk tales and enjoying the “unimaginably”
beautiful country scenery. “Yaksha” thus repeats a by-now
familiar staging situation, in which a well-to-do, educated citydweller suddenly finds himself in an unfamiliar environment that
opens up a time for leisurely reflection, away from the worries of
daily life and from the bombardment of stimuli in the metropolis.
One day when 巳ian goes on a boating excursion at a temple in
the countryside，he sees a “woman dressed in white from head
to toe” who seems completely different from the women he
generally sees in Shanghai, those lascivious women" (yaoyin
nuren) to be found by the hundreds in the big city (326-27).10
Not surprisingly, Bian fixates upon this woman just as the
previous narrators had become obsessed with the young woman
in the rain and the old woman on the train: "Beginning with this
first glance, a shadow glittering with a brilliant white light would
forever dance before my eyes, just like a speck of dandruff
[tougou or ‘head stain’] on the lens of my eyeglasses” （
327). The
white-clad woman at the temple, then, becomes another "stain"
10 Parenthetical page numbers refer only to the Chinese edition
(Shi 1991), as to my knowledge no English translation is available.
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that catches the hero looking awry, occupying for him the place
of the impossible object of, alternately, desire and horror. He
begins to see her image in every painting and flower, and at this
first meeting she quickly inspires in him “wicked ideas” （
x/en/an)
and "obscene thoughts" (xiaxie de sixiang), making him feel that
he “can’t control” himself (327). He later reads in an old book an
account of a yaksha (originally, a type of demon or monster from
Buddhist mythology) appearing at a nearby mountain a century
earlier. According to local history, the yaksha would often
transform at dusk into a beautiful woman who would seduce and
then devour people during the night. Soon Bian fantasizes that
he himself has seen the yaksha, the woman at the temple being
simply a metamorphosis of it. Thus, like “ Demonic Way,”
“Yaksha” is concerned with the unpredictable tendency of the
anamorphic object to “transform” （
jb/anx/ng) or “metamorphose”
(huashen) and thus to embody both the impossible object-cause
of desire, in the form of idealized feminine beauty, and the
horrible protuberance of the Real, which becomes in fantasy the
witches and demons haunting the narrators.
With the appearance of the desirable/traumatic object—
that is, his various hallucinations of the yaksha or white-clad
wom an— Bian begins to suffer from the same physical
symptoms of anxiety that had plagued the narrator of "Demonic
Way.” He suddenly becomes fatigued, his strength is sapped,
and he believes he has contracted neurasthenia. Nevertheless,
he gets drunk at night and wanders off into the wooded hills.
There he spots the yaksha, the metamorphosed form of which
he can now see in a bird, a rabbit, a flash of light, a column of
smoke, or a woman walking along a country road, each object
occupying, through a series of substitutions, the position of the
yaksha or its double, the beautiful woman, in his fantasy.
Believing the woman walking on the road to be the yaksha
returning to its lair, he trails her and wonders whether, if she
turned her head toward him, he would see the beautiful face of a
young woman or the hideous appearance of a demon. He
concludes that whichever one appeared, the danger would be
the same—seduction by the beautiful woman being ultimately
punishable by being devoured by the terrible yaksha.
Nevertheless, fantasizing about the "strange delights" {guaiqi de
quwei) a sexual experience with the demonic woman might
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provide, he almost feels it would be worth the horrible torture
that would follow (331). His twin drives of eros and thanatos thus
powerfully united in their object, Bian feels the same loss of
control, the feeling of being trapped by the Other, that the
narrator of “Demonic Way” had felt: “I had really completely
taken leave of my senses. I had fallen in love with this beautiful
yaksha who was forever before me, seducing me with her
graceful gait" (332).
When they eventually arrive at a cottage and the woman
enters, Bian's fantasies convince him that it is in fact a tomb, the
lair of the yaksha, and he imagines that she is waiting for him
inside, perhaps ready to tear him to pieces with her sharp talons.
At this point he loses his “romantic” inclinations，breaks into the
cottage and strangles her to death. Just before attacking and
killing her, he engages in a staring contest reminiscent of the
scene on the train in “Demonic Way, Transfixed by the gaze of
the anamorphic object (actually the terrified gaze of a peasant
woman), he believes he can only resist by returning the gaze: "I
knew the keen gaze of a human could pin down a demon, and
only when one’s gaze is averted could it spring forward” （
333)_
After he throttles her, Bian's triumphant elation at the idea that
he has single-handedly subdued a terrible demon is soon
shattered by his fantasy's total collapse as a result of the
intrusion of the Real in the form of the human corpse he is
holding. Having expected the yaksha to revert to its terrible
"original form" (yuan xing), he realizes there is no such thing: "If I
waited for another ten years she still would not reveal some
original form for me to see. This was her original form. She was
a person . . . 11(334). For this brief moment, looking at the body
of the peasant woman he has just murdered, Bian glimpses the
most horrible truth of all: that the Other does not exist after all,
that there is no “original form” of the object-cause of desire，only
a void around which his desire has been circulating in the
semblance of psychotic fantasy leading to homicide.
Bian escapes the truth of what he has done, however, both
by sneaking away from the scene of the crime without being
caught and by soon refilling the void with his fantasies. Further
glimpses of women in white allow him to convince himself that
the beautiful yaksha still exists and that one of her ways of
seduction is to entice men into committing murder. His delusions
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eventually land him in the hospital, where he narrates the whole
story to his friend，the framing narrator. This “sober” framing
narrator provides a unique function among the four Shi Zhecun
stories we have examined, in that it gives the reader some
apparent access to "reality," i.eM social truth, the stability of the
symbolic order. In contrast, the first-person narrators of <lAt the
Paris Cinema,” “One Evening in the Rainy Season,” and
“Demonic Way，
’’ with their sometimes delirious and disconnected
stream-of-consciousness observations, leave the reader with no
clear means of sorting out fantasy from reality, psychological
case study from straightforward account of eroticism or horror.
Shi Zhecun achieves this effect of foreclosing, for the
reader as well as the narrator, access to a stable, objective
world precisely by means of the narrative’s modernist form as
interior monologue. Take, for example, the following series of
impressions in the narrative of “Demonic Way”
：
A dark cloud had descended on my nerves, and that's why I
made that mistake. A dark cloud falling over my nerves! No,
that’s too poetic. I should explain. What should I call i t ? . . .
perhaps a misapprehension that was too deep, no, it seems I
should say an illusion, too awful! The scenery's very nice round
here. I’ve been living in the city too long
(270; 60)

The n a rra to r’s loss of confidence in his ab ility to
unproblematically render reality through language ("What should
I call it?") is inseparable from the fact that objective reality itself
seems to have dissolved into a series of ever-shifting subjective
impressions. The narrator is thus vulnerable to the kind of
fundamental "misapprehension" (cuojue) he refers to above,
raising the po ssibility that all perception leads to
meconnaissance, that the modern subject can be cut off from
any certain truth and doomed to churn in the eternal circulation
of his own projected terrors and desires. The interior
monologues Shi Zhecun employs to convey such a subjective
state, though no doubt constructed with great care, often give an
impression reminiscent of the experiments in ^automatic writing"
by Andre Breton and the French surrealists，as Shi’s first-person
narrators frequently seem to approach Breton’s ideal of “a
monologue spoken as rapidly as possible w ithout any
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intervention on the part of the critical faculties” （
Breton 1969:
23). This is evident in the above quote, for example, in the
sudden shift in attention from the narrator's reflections on his
subjective state fa n illusion, too awful!") to the pleasant external
scenery (which in turn quickly becomes internalized in the form
of fantasies of tombs and mummy queens). Perception itself,
rather than the objective world, becomes the object of
「
6p 「6sent3tion.
In order to decipher the narrator's interior monologue, the
reader is invited to try to separate reality from fantasy even
though the only cues available are the thoughts of a narrator
who is himself unable to make the distinction. The reader thus
tries to establish a position of authority over the character and
the text. Andrew F_ Jones has noted that the reader of Shi’s texts
“is invited to play the role . . . of a psychoanalyst” by mapping
the narrator’s psychology and seeking an explanation for his
psychological states, an aetiology for his mental illness (the
present study being no exception) (Jones 1994: 574). Indeed,
part of the pleasure of reading these stories comes from “the
extraction of confession from the texf (Jones 1994: 590). This is
clearly staged in “Yaksha” by the fact that Bian’s story is in the
form of a confession to the “objective” framing narrator, who
presumably acts as the reader's proxy, since he functions more
importantly as the narratee of Bian^ framed narrative than as
the narrator of the brief framing passages. Thus, while he does
not offer us any final explanation for the events in the story, he
offers the possibility of an objective position from which we can
evaluate the phantasmagoric narrative.

Conclusion
From the brief, am biguous glance of the fem ale
companion at the movie theater in “At the Paris Cinema” to the
horrifying gaze of the yaksha just before the murder in “Yaksha,”
we have seen how the narrators of Shi's stories share a similar
problem of intersubjectivity: What is behind the gaze of the
other? What does the other demand/desire from me? As a
monadic, "free" agent, the modern subject is presumed, in the
ideology of bourgeois modernity, to rationally negotiate his or her
interests with others through intersubjective sym bolic
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communication. What this view elides, however, is that there is
no positive content to some pure subject pre-existing the social
interaction—that what precedes symbolic intersubjectivity “is not
a ‘monadic’ subjectivity, but a pre-symbolic ‘impossible’ relation
to an Other which is the real Other, the Other as Thing, and not
yet the Other located within the field of intersubjectivity" (Zizek
1997: 10). Insofar as psychoanalysis maintains its emphasis on
“intrapsychic fantasy in the self-contained individual,” it
represents "the psychological theory and therapy par excellence
of modern Western individualism" (Roland 1996: 8, 7); however,
insofar as it tends, with its more radical inclinations, to call into
question the ontological status of the a prio ri subject of
Enlightenment philosophy, psychoanalysis undermines the very
modernity that conceived it. It is in this sense that we can
understand 之ifek’s description of psychoanalysis as a “modernist
meta-theory of the impasse of modernity: why, in spite of his
‘liberation’ from the constraints of traditional authority，is the
subject not 'free'?" (Zizek1997: 86). If Freud himself gave priority
to the intrapsychic world of the individual ego, Lacan's "return to
Freud” （
which was of course much more than that) shifted the
focus from the “ego” to the more philosophical “subject，
” which
he found to be far from ufree" but rather an effect of language
and essentially divided.11 The modern subject thus proceeds
from the Other, and its position is always precarious and
vulnerable to an encounter with the Real, which destabilizes
both the subject and its Other. More generally, the Real—the
fundamentally unsymbolizable—necessarily haunts modernity,
threatening to reveal that "there is a crack in the ontological
edifice of the universe” （
之ifek 1997: 214). For the ideology of
modern individualism to work, this abyss at both the core of the
subject and the farthest reach of the Other must be patched
11
The implications of this for the philosophical edifice of
modernity are clear in the work of the various poststructuralists who
both drew upon and departed from Lacan. To cite just two (very
different) examples, Louis Althusser considered the subject to be a
mere construct of ideology, while Gilles Deleuze dropped the category
from his philosophical language entirely, deeming it no longer relevant.
Zizek, on the other hand, maintains its necessity as a concept but
insists on a recognition of the fissure at its core.
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over, which, in ZlzeWs view, is the principal function of fantasy,
an activity that threatens to consume Shi Zhecun's narrators.
Hence, these narrators’ nervous breakdowns constitute a
breakdown in the very ideology of modern subjectivity, yet at the
same time they are generated by this ideology, by its own
ontological fissures as traversed by desire.
Yan Jiayan, who was most instrumental in reviving interest
in the New Sensationalist writers in China in the 1980s, argues
that Shi Zhecun’s narrators seem incongruous in the sense that，
aside from their conviction that they are being haunted by
demonic forces, they seem to be "intellectuals who have
received a modern education" and are "normal in their thoughts
in every other way” （
Yan 1995: 136). But is it not precisely their
status as “normal” and “modem” that makes the particular form
of these n a rra tors’ descent into fantasy and psychosis
conceivable? The conviction that a modern education can make
one immune to ''superstitious" fantasy grows out of the faith that
the object is, in fact, accessible to the narrating subject, whose
very modernity ensures that he will be scientifically minded,
rational, and free rather than torn by a constitutive inconsistency.
Yan's criticism is thus based on both the realist inclination to
sharply separate “reality” from “fantasy” and the conviction that
any "normal" modern subject would be constitutionally incapable
of engaging in such delirious flights of fantasy as Shi Zhecun
depicts in his fiction.
Other recent Chinese scholars have argued, as I have,
that on the contrary these narratives present us with symptoms
of the modern urban subject. Wen Xuewu writes that the aim of
the Shanghai modernist writers was precisely "to excavate and
express the deeper levels of the psychological structure of
modem people” (Wen 1998: 30). Fang Chang’an sees the
“isolation and dread” experienced by Shi’s characters as arising
from (la kind of new urban psychology derived from the
twentieth-century urban culture of the 1920s and 1930s” （
Fang
1998: 143). In Shanghai during the period of Nationalist rule,
social and economic conditions of modernity had indeed
interpellated a new form of subjectivity which was self
consciously modern, male, urban, and free to pursue the
unprecedented wealth of knowledge and stimulation offered by
the cosmopolitan metropolis. However，this “free” bourgeois
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subject of ideology was also an empty monad, an
interchangeable member of a small modern middle class
circulating within a semi-colonial capitalist economy. Such a
subject, as portrayed in Shi’s modernist stories, is always in
danger of confronting its own constitutive fissures, the aporias of
the very ideology of modern subjectivity.12 For this always
already decentered subject, a constitutive lack, continually
reproduced through the uncertainty and anxiety of modern urban
life, breeds the interior worlds of fantasy and private desire, as
well as paranoia and delirium, that Shi Zhecun's stories explore
so convincingly.
However, although psychoanalytical themes provided a
means for some writers to explore these interior worlds, the
principal concerns of the Chinese intellectual scene of the 1930s
were increasingly centered elsewhere, and even hostile to such
preoccupations. In the same year that Shi Zhecun published his
collection One Evening in the Rainy Season, Lu Xun himself
wrote sarcastically, “Freud, I’m afraid，has a bit of cash and is
able to eat his fill, so he has not felt the pain of hunger, and only
pays attention to sex" (Lu Xun 1981: 4.469). His remark is telling
for the explicit order of priorities it establishes. With national
salvation at stake, and with most of the Chinese people in
desperate material need, the modern bourgeois subject's
narcissistic pursuit of the impossible object-cause of desire
would not be viewed as an im portant topic for literary
representation widely or for long. It is unsurprising that it found
its fulle st a rtistic expression in Shanghai, the foreign
concessions of which would maintain some autonomy from
China’s travails even during the most catastrophic years of war
to come. However, at the crucial historical moment when Shi
Zhecun was at his artistic peak, the artistic imagination of China
as a whole was already turning from the modern Enlightenment
12
The relationship between the predicament of the modern
subject and the subjectivized forms so often taken by modernist art has
perhaps been most fully explored by Adorno. As he has described, "the
emancipation of the subject demolished every idea of pre-established
order conferring m ea n in g , and the resulting “tendency toward
subjectivization” in art “is no cultural-historical accident but conforms
rather with the true state of things" (Adorno 1997: 152, 153).
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discourse of the May Fourth Movement to the articulation of a
collective national subject, the urban element of which was the
proletarian worker rather than the bourgeois cosmopolitan.
The moment represented by the Shi Zhecun stories we
have considered thus approximates a high-water mark for
modernism in China. An avant-garde consciousness that finds
its expression in aesthetic modernism would soon disappear
almost entirely from the mainland and would not resurface until
the 1980s.13 Instead, a very different sort of avant-garde pursuit
would dominate the development of art and literature, that of
integrating art into the broader project of revolution. Even at their
peak of influence, the New Sensationalist writers, with their
formal experimentation and interest in individual psychology,
were overshadowed by the dominance of realism as the favored
aesthetic of left-leaning artists. As China's crisis deepened
through the ensuing years, the mode of subjectivity and
associated forms of lack and desire explored in Shi’s narratives
found far less expression in fiction than did a very different mode
of subjectivity—one that was collective, explicitly political, and
associated with radically
dissimilar articulations of lack,
desire, and fantasy. More
recently, the renewed interest
， in Shi Zhecun's fiction during
the reform era, and the
reappearance of an avantgarde modernist aesthetic in
〜 Chinese literature, suggest a
_ broader return of conditions
f f and ideologies of modernity
abandoned half a century
earlier.

Shi Zhecun at his desk.

13
Shi Zhecun’s own career as a fiction writer ended in 1937, the
year the Japanese army invaded and occupied Shanghai along with
most of northeast China.
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